Easter Sunday 2010
This morning at the Sunrise Service, for those of you who weren’t there, we had a dramatization of 4 of the people involved in the Easter story.   We had Mary Magdalene, Peter, Pontius Pilate and the Centurian.  Each monologue told of the events preceding the crucifixion and then, of course, the death and resurrection of our Lord.   As all of us know, that’s what Easter is all about.  Today we celebrate and proclaim the fact that Jesus is alive.  He was crucified for our sins, buried and on the third day rose from the dead.  The tomb was empty.  Death was defeated.  He ascended to the right of the Father and is returning some day to judge the living and the dead. And all of this hinges on the truth we celebrate today – Jesus Christ is alive!
Now when I say “Jesus is alive,”   I am not just saying that the legacy of Jesus survives.  Although this is also true, His legacy does live on and on, Our loved ones live on in our memories – and, obviously,  great men leave a mark on history that time does not erase.   We honor the memory of great men like George Washington and Abraham Lincoln.  Their legacies live on.   But that’s not what I mean when I say “Jesus is alive.”   Jesus was resurrected not just kept alive throughout history by his legacy.
And resurrection is not the same as resuscitation.   Resuscitation is the coming back from a near death experience.   We hear of this happening – you may even have experienced yourself or know someone who has.  But that’s not resurrection.   Jesus was clearly dead.  He had been beaten, nailed to a cross, exposed to the elements for six hours, impaled with a Roman sword, and pronounced dead by professional executioners.  His body was sealed in a tomb from Friday afternoon until Sunday morning.  He was resurrected not resuscitated.

And Jesus’ resurrection is more than just another “raising from the dead” miracle.  Jesus performed such miracles on occasion.  The Bible records.   the raising of Lazarus for example.  John 11 records how Jesus’ friend had been dead and buried for days when Jesus brought him back to life and called him forth from the tomb.  Jesus’ resurrection is different.  Lazarus cheated death when he walked out of that tomb.  He didn’t defeat it.  Lazarus would live to die again.  Jesus’ physical body arose and was transformed from mortality to immortality.  He conquered death and the grave once and for all.  And He’s still moving!
The story is told of a Muslim who became a Christian in Africa.  Some of his friends asked him why he had become a Christian.  His answer, “Well, it’s like this.  Suppose you were going down the road and suddenly the road forked in two directions, and you didn’t know which way to go, and there in the fork of the road were two men, one dead and one alive.  Which one would you ask which way to go?”

That’s the huge difference between Christianity and every other religion in the world.  Christianity stands alone in this.  The other religions had great leaders and they died and stayed dead.  Never to move again and you can go to their graves and you can see the monuments under which their decayed bones lie.    But if you go to the grave of Christ – it’s empty.  He’s not there.
Three ministers were asked what they wanted said at their funerals – The first guy said he wanted them to say he put God first, others second and self last.   The second guy said I want them to say he served God, he served his family and he served his church well.  The third guy said I want them to say – Look he’s still moving!

Jesus Christ is still moving!  He moved out of the tomb into our world, never to be stopped again.  
I’d like to read to you from the book of Josephus.  Josephus was a Jewish historian who was born 37 years after the resurrection of Christ.  His works are considered to be a reliable source of Jewish history. He was a man who was well-educated and followed a Pharisaic form of Judaism.  In his book there is a short reference to Jesus – it’s all of one paragraph– which I want to read to you.
Reading from  1st century historian, Josephus.. Flavius Josephus. Book 18, Chapter 3, paragraphs 3.

 "Now there was about this time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man; for he was a doer of wonderful works, a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him both many of the Jews and many of the Gentiles. He was [the] Christ. (64) And when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principal men among us, had condemned him to the cross [2], those that loved him at the first did not forsake him; for he appeared to them alive again the third day [3], as the divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful things concerning him. And the tribe of Christians, so named for him, are not extinct at this day." 
Historical facts.   Events of history.  This just thrills my heart that the facts of history acknowledge the empty tomb.
And as the facts are weighed carefully and fairly, the conclusion is that the tomb of Joseph of Arimethea, in which Jesus was buried, was actually empty on the morning of the first Easter.  No shred of evidence has yet been found  that disproves it.   The tomb was empty.  
And Jesus was seen alive and well that very day and for 40 days thereafter.  
He first appeared to Mary Magdalene – which, of course, I think it was not surprising that He would appear to a woman first!  Right?!!!  But, of course, it was a bit surprising because in their culture at that time, women were considered 2nd class citizens.  He sent Mary to tell the disciples.  And then later He quietly visited them.  No fanfare, no pomp and circumstance, He just appeared there before them, without the use of a door.   
Turn to Luke 24:36-49.

Can you imagine the disciples feelings – these men had followed Jesus for three years, had witnessed all of His miracles and had heard the entirety of His teachings.   But now they were in deep mourning for their beloved teacher and friend.  They must have been confused and discouraged. They hid and met in secret, living in constant fear that the Jews would prosecute them for their association with Jesus.

Just think of what it must have been like when suddenly in the midst of their grief and hopelessness, Jesus appeared.  The man whose crucifixion, they and many others had witnessed days before was standing in front of them very much alive.  It must have been surreal.

And then, of course, we all know the story of Thomas.  Turn to John 20:24-31 and read together.   Poor guy has been pegged doubting Thomas for all time for feeling like any one of us might have felt    Probably any one of us here this morning, might have said the same thing.  Because it seemed too amazing to be true.  
Jesus spent 40 days with His disciples teaching them and mentoring them and preparing them for going out to spread the good news of the resurrection.  Acts chapter 1 Verse 3 says that He gave many convincing proofs that He was indeed alive. 
  He gave many convincing proofs – here again we get more eyewitnesses to the facts.  In I Corinthians we’re told that Jesus appeared to a group of 500 in one place.  That’s a lot of eyewitnesses.  

After the disciples saw the resurrected Christ, and after they  received the gift of the Holy Spirit, they were different men from the ones who scattered in fear at Jesus’ death.  Now they were fearless and risked everything to spread the Good News about Him around the world.  They faced imprisonment, beatings, rejection, and martyrdom, yet they never compromised their mission.  Do you think they would have been willing to risk their lives for someone that they knew was a fraud?  I don’t think so.  They had sat at the feet of the resurrected Christ – they had walked with Him and talked with Him – even ate with Him.   They knew He was truth.   He was the truth then and He is the truth now.
Hebrews 13:8 tells us Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever.

We have the same truth available to us today as he dwells here among us by His spirit.  He’s here right now – the Bible tells us that where 2 or 3 are gathered in His name, there He is in the midst of them.  And as we read earlier Jesus tells the disciples to stay put and wait for the gift of the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit is fully equipped to open our minds and our hearts to the truth of the Word – Jesus.   He does not physically walk among us as He did then but we can still hear Him and we can still feel His presence.  And the pages of the Bible pour forth His words. We can open our Bible anytime, anywhere and hear Him speak to us.  He is still moving.  When we accept Christ, the Spirit of Truth – this Holy Spirit – comes and lives inside of us – comes and lives in our hearts.
I’m sure you’ve all heard the story of the little girl who was laying her head on her mommy listening to her heart.  She asked her if Jesus lived in her heart.   Mommy said, He sure does.   The little girl laid her head on her chest again and said – It sounds like He’s making coffee!    
He may not be making coffee, but he’s still moving!   He’s molding and shaping us into who He has ordained for us to be.
He wants to work in and through each one of us – we can be living proof of His existence, just as the disciples were.  Because as we walk with Him, we become more like Him – just as the disciples did.   

In the book of John chapter 8 verses 31-32 Jesus says this, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples.  Then you will know the truth and the truth will set you free.”  Do you hold to His teaching?  Are you a disciple of the risen Christ?  
I’ve talked a lot about the empty tomb this morning – about the historical facts – the reality of it - about acknowledgment by historians that Christ did indeed rise from the dead.  And as I’ve said, that just thrills my heart - but even more thrilling than all of those facts is the fact that it all happened because He loved us.  He loved us enough to take the load of our sin on His pure, sinless, precious head and take the punishment for us.   
Let me ask you this - Have you thanked Him for that lately?    When is the last time you gave any thought to this wonderful truth?    Do you take it for granted?  Have we heard it so many years – so many Easters, that we lose the hugeness of it?  The hugeness of the fact that because of what He did for us means we can choose where we spend eternity?  Have you accepted this truth for yourself?  Have you made your choice? 
 Have you chosen where you want to spend eternity?  Because it’s very clear - God sent His son – He paid the price – the ball is in our court.
The Bible tells us in Romans 10:9 that if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.   There are two thoughts in this verse.   One’s easy but maybe the second isn’t so easy to respond to.   The easy one is Do you believe in your heart that God raised Jesus from the grave?   That’s the easy question – here’s the kicker – have you made Him Lord?   Another way to approach this question is to ask yourself – who’s driving?  If your life is a car ride, is Jesus just a passenger – meaning you want Him along for the ride – He’s nice to have around to keep you safe  – or is He the driver – have you given Him full control?    That’s your choice.   The ball is in your court.   What’s in your heart this morning?   Is it time to get serious about the Risen Christ?   Have you asked Him to be Lord of your life?   Is it time to put Him in the driver’s seat?
